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ABSTRACT 
Previous research has documented that college students use the term “hooking up” to 
discuss their casual sexual encounters. These encounters involve a range of sexual activity 
from kissing and fondling to oral, anal, and vaginal intercourse that occurs between strangers 
or associates without intent of a committed relationship. Prior research has examined who 
hooks up, what a hook up is, where hooking up takes place, and consequences of hooking up 
(Heldman and Wade 2010). Yet, little is known about how and why students use this term to 
describe their sexual experiences. Using data from in-depth interviews with 20 college 
students at a large Midwestern university, this study explores links between the meanings 
students associate with the term hooking up and how the term allows them to reconcile their 
beliefs about sexuality with their sexual behavior. Some areas under investigated include: 
what hooking up means to students, how they use the term hooking up, and a comparison of 
the term hooking up with other terms for non-committal sex. Results indicate that the term 
hooking up serves as a mechanism for impression management and this is achieved through 
creating gendered and sexed typologies, changing the meanings of sex, and constructing 
meaning as individuals and within groups.  
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 CHAPTER 1 OVERVIEW 
Hooking up on college campuses has been well documented as the new “non-
relational” sexual encounter. Although other forms of casual sex such as “friends with 
benefits” and “one-night stands” are not a new phenomenon, hooking up is a popular trend 
on college campuses (Lambert, Kahn, and Apple 2003; Paul, Brian, and Hayes 2000; Paul 
and Hayes 2002). Research estimates that approximately 80 percent of college students have 
engaged in at least one hook up in their college careers with an average of around 10 hook 
ups per student (Paul and Hayes, 2002; Paul et al., 2000). Through my research, I document 
that the use of the term hooking up provides college students with an obvious way to engage 
in impression management. Thus, the focus of my research links this specific practice, 
hooking up and the use of the term hooking up, with a more general sociological phenomena 
of managing the impressions of others. 
With the prevalence of this sexual practice, research has now documented a script that 
college students tend to follow regarding hooking up. According to Bradshaw et al (2010), 
the documented script for hooking up on college campuses generally starts with two 
strangers or acquaintances meeting at a bar or party who have been consuming alcohol, then 
an interest in each other is indicated through some form of flirting, and finally the two 
engage in a sexual behaviors with no interest in a future relationship (Bogle 2008; Bradshaw, 
Kahn, and Saville 2010; Glenn and Marquardt 2001; Paul and Hayes 2002). Research also 
reports that the level of sexual activity, length of the sexual encounter, and how the hook up 
concludes varies depending on who one asks which may be the appeal to this popular sexual 
practice (Bradshaw, Kahn, and Saville 2010; Paul and Hayes 2002). Thus, the lack of a 
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concrete definition of the term hooking up functions to allow students to define it on their 
own and does not constrain them to a ridged definition found with other casual sexual 
encounters or intimate relationships. 
1.1 Introduction 
Even though hooking up is a well-documented social phenomena, some ambiguity 
exists when it comes to the term and definition of a ‘hookup.’ In (2000), Paul, McManus, and 
Hayes first coined the concept of hooking up in scholarly research as:  
[A] sexual encounter, usually lasting only one night, between two people who are strangers or 
brief acquaintances. Some physical sexual interaction is typical, but it may or may not include 
sexual intercourse. Such sexual experiences are usually spontaneous (i.e., something that "just 
happens"); alternately, the goal of hooking up is planned, but the target of the hookup or the 
individual with whom the hookup occurs is unknown (Paul, McManus & Hayes; 76).  
A decade later, this term and definition has been widely accepted as a reference point to 
scholars; however, it possesses problematic characteristics for researchers. These dilemmas 
were acknowledged by other researchers who found contradicting definitions of a hook up 
when asking those who participate in it. For example, Bogle (2008) found that of the students 
she interviewed many of them had different definitions of what a hook up consist of by level 
of sexual activity (i.e., foundling versus having sexual intercourse). Whereas other authors 
have seen similar complexities in the meanings of hooking up according to their research 
participants, authors have found that even though everyone has their own version of what 
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constitutes as hooking up, everybody agrees that some sort of physical intimacy will occur 
(Bogle 2008; England 2008; Kalish 2011; Stepp 2007).i 
The ambiguity of the term in the “hook up culture” seems to be the appeal to many of 
the participants in the research, along with others who participate in these sexual acts. Not 
only does hooking up leave room to the imagination, but it also can prevent feelings of guilt 
or shame. Stepp (2007) noted many accounts in her book of students who felt it was easier to 
verbalize and accept some of their casual sexual activities when all they needed to do was 
state “I hooked up with someone last night” versus giving sexually explicit details. The 
vagueness associated with hooking up seems to liberate those who engage in it by removing 
the particulars of the encounter and in return any feelings of indignity. Additionally, research 
has noted that because hooking up can consist of physical intimacy that does not include 
sexual intercourse, a hookup may be considered as less serious sexual encounter to those who  
hook up (Bogle 2008). This thought processes is often attributed to the fact that hook ups 
encompass a broad range of sexual behaviors, creating a great appeal to those who partake in 
the hookup culture.  
Because the goal of my research is to understand the meanings college students 
attribute to the term “hooking up” and the benefits of this term for them, I rely on the 
definition provided by the research participants to allow them to describe how and why they 
use the term. Not using a pre-determined definition allows participants the chance to express 
                                                 
 
i
 However, one participant in my study defined hooking up as “getting to know someone” 
who you have a romantic interest in but not through sexual means. 
4 
 
 
their experiences that have not been acknowledged beforehand, but I still keep in mind the 
assortment of sexual behaviors noted by previous authors (Glenn and Marquardt 2001; 
Lambert, Kahn, and Apple 2003; Paul, Brian, and Hayes 2000; Paul and Hayes 2002). 
Through this approach, any physical intimacy that a participant has engaged in with someone 
without the intent of a relationship lasting beyond the sexual encounter will be considered a 
hook up. Thus, giving participants an opportunity to tell me in their own words any set of 
actions they consider to be a hooking up and permits the inclusion of alternative experiences 
from those who are studied.  
1.1.1 Statement of the Problem 
If hooking up has no concrete definition for the term, then how and why do students 
use this term to describe their casual sexual encounters? More specially, what does the term 
hooking up “do” for those who engage in these sexual activities? What benefits are derived 
from this term and does the use of the term hooking up move past preconceived notions of 
ambiguity itself eases the discussion of casual sexual encounters? This research sets out to 
answer these questions and others regarding the use of the term hooking up to describe casual 
sexual encounters had by college students. 
The primary goal of this research is to situate the term hooking up and its use in the 
lives of the college students who participate in these casual sexual encounters. Currently, 
previous research on hooking up does not specifically examine how, and more importantly 
why, college students use the term hooking up. It is important to note here that during this 
research previous definitions of the term hooking up were put aside and not used to allow the 
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participants to describe their own definition of hooking up. This is an imperative part of the 
research process to allow participants to tell their own stories and speak openly about why 
they may or may not use the term hooking up. Therefore, I use aspects of grounded theory to 
understand this social phenomenon.   
This differentiates my research from previous studies on the hook up culture and in an 
effort to explain not only how college students use the term hooking up, but to be able to 
clarify why they use this particular term. Thus, my contributions to the literature on hooking 
up is to call attention to the term people are using and to better understand how and why they 
use that language. I will begin without a definition of the term hooking up and let 
participants’ narratives help build an understanding of how and why they use the term 
hooking up. Then, I will explore theoretical approaches to explain my findings. Finally, I will 
return to the data by utilizing the stories participants told me in answer the question: what 
does the term hooking up “do” for college students. This study then builds on previous 
research, but does not accept as de facto previous definitions of the term. 
1.1.2 Organization of the Thesis  
Having established the importance of this research and how it fills a gap in previous 
studies, the remainder of this thesis covers the relevant literature, methods, findings, and 
implications. Chapter 2 provides a review of the literature on hooking up, impression 
management, gender- and sex-typing, the changing meaning of sex, and social construction 
of language. First, I begin by building on the work of Elizabeth Paul, Kristen Hayes and 
others to get a better understanding of the “hook up culture” and illustrate how we need more 
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information on these sexual encounters. Second, I make a connection of how students use the 
term hooking up as a mechanism of impression management by highlighting the thoughts of 
Ervin Goffman on behavioral techniques and Ferdinand de Sussaure’s work on language as 
impression management. Third, I explore the literature on sex- and gender-typing with an 
emphasis on the work of Sandra Bem. Fourth, I review the literature on the changing 
meanings of sex and intimate relationships on college campuses from the courtship era to the 
current acceptance of casual sex. Finally, I look at the social construction of reality with 
highlighting Peter Berger and Thomas Luckmann’s views how people create and then 
recreate reality. This review of the literature is focused on the knowledge on hooking up, but 
also briefly covers the others components to help situate the term hooking up in a larger 
social context. These authors help to build on the previous knowledge about hooking up, but 
also highlight the deficiencies in the literature that this study addresses. 
Chapter 3 of my thesis provides a summary of the methods and methodologies 
employed in this study which I began without any formal hypothesis and following a 
grounded theory approach. This was done to allow for my data and findings to be only 
minimally influenced by other research and my own thoughts on the subject matter. I begin 
the methods chapter by discussing the participants and sampling procedure for the study. 
Following participants and sampling, I go through the interview procedure that took place 
with each participant. Then, I show how the data was collected, coded, and analyzed 
throughout the research process. Following data issues, I cover the elements of 
trustworthiness and validity of this study. Finally, I end with a look at the limitations of my 
research. Thus, the material provided gives enough information on the methods and 
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methodology to allow a reader the ability to replicate the study and understand its strengths 
and weaknesses.  
Chapter 4 covers the findings of my research, including the three major findings in 
conjunction to the overall theme of impression management, which I also discuss in Chapter 
5. The three major findings related to the term hooking up revealed in this study are: gender- 
and sex-typing, the changing meaning of sex, and social construction of language. These 
themes then lead into the conclusion and discussion section of the thesis in which I argue that 
college students use the term hooking up as a form of impression management through the 
various sub-themes mentioned above. In addition to a discussion on impression management 
presented in Chapter 5, this thesis also covers the implications of this research for the field of 
sociology. 
1.2 Criteria Review 
Building on previous studies on hooking up, this research adds to the literature on the 
topic by investigating how and why college students use such terminology to describe their 
casual sexual encounters, as well as the role impression management has for young people 
today. It is only through the exploration of these issues of impression management and social 
construction that we will be able to produce more sound and useful research, not only in the 
areas of intimate relationships, but in sociology in general. Thus, my goal of this research is 
not so much to investigate hooking up as a sexual practice, but to further our knowledge in 
the field of sociology on the role of language in sexual encounters and relationships.  
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CHAPTER 2 REVIEW OF LITERATURE 
It is well documented that intimate relationships between college students in the US 
have changed in the last 50 years. The courtship culture of the 1950’s and early 1960’s 
moved to more open relationships in the 1970’s and 1980’s and an even greater loosening of 
sexual morés has been progressing since the 1990’s (Bogle 2008; Glenn and Marquardt 
2001). These changes in intimate relationships have evolved into a new trend on college 
campuses called hooking up. Previous research has defined a hook up as a casual sexual 
encounter that usually occurs only once between two strangers or mere associates which 
involves a range of sexual behaviors ranging from kissing and fondling to anal, vaginal, 
and/or oral sex with partners having no intent of a relational commitment (Bogle 2008; 
Downing-Matibag and Geisinger 2009; Flack, Daubman, Caron, Asadorian, D'Aureli, 
Gigliotti, Hall, Kiser, and Stine 2007; Glenn and Marquardt 2001; Paul, Brian, and Hayes 
2000; Paul and Hayes 2002; Stepp 2007). Additionally, authors note that hooking up has 
begun to spread across the nation and it is a sexual practice that the majority of students 
engage in at least once during their college careers (Glenn and Marquardt 2001; Lambert, 
Kahn, and Apple 2003; Paul, Brian, and Hayes 2000; Paul and Hayes 2002). Not only has 
this new sexual practice swept the nation, but it also has implications for how students use 
the term hooking up as means of impression management.  
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2.1 Introduction 
Five areas of literature contribute to the development of the answer to the question of 
how and why students use the term hooking up. During the research process, it became 
evident that each of the five offered important theoretical and empirical insights. First, the 
literature on hooking up itself is relevant to get a holistic understanding of what is known 
about this kind of casual sexual encounter and what still needs further investigation. Second, 
I draw on impression management literature, with an emphasis on how theory presented by 
Ervin Goffman (from a behavioral aspect) and Ferdinand de Saussure (from a linguistic 
approach) aid in understanding and interpreting the findings of this research. Third, I apply 
the work of Sandra Bem, which contributes to the understanding of typologies of sex and 
gender and how they shape one’s view of the use of the term hooking up. Fourth, the 
literature on a historical and modern view about sexual intercourse helps contextualize the 
changing views on intimate relationships and encounters. Finally, I will provide an overview 
of social constructionism with an emphasis on how people influence the construction of 
reality.  
2.1.1 Hooking Up on College Campuses 
Hooking up on college campuses has been well documented as the new kind of casual 
sexual encounter. Although other forms of casual sex such as “friends with benefits” and 
“one-night stands” are not a new phenomenon, hooking up is the newest trend of sexual 
practices on college campuses. This type of sexual encounter can be traced back to the early 
2000’s and has become part of the college culture (Bogle 2008). Currently, research 
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estimates that between approximately two-thirds to 80 percent of college students have 
partaken in hooking up with an average of around 10 hook ups among both men and women 
(Lambert, Kahn, and Apple 2003; Paul, Brian, and Hayes 2000; Paul and Hayes 2002). Due 
to the prevalence and normalization of this type of sexual encounter, it is no surprise that 
both the popular press and scholars have become interested in the topic in recent years. 
Hooking up is not only popular on college campuses, but these types of casual sexual 
encounters have also seeped into the younger generations sexual practices, with over half of 
high school students engaging in at least one hooking up (Foutunatao 2010; Manning, 
Griodano, and Longmore 2006; Stepp 2007).  
The “hook up culture,” as it has been coined by the popular press and scholars alike, 
is the newest trend in intimate relationships and/or sexual encounters on college campuses. 
The literature on hooking up is quiet expansive and covers various information including 
documenting who hooks up, where hooking up takes place, how a hook up happens, the costs 
and benefits of hooking up, and possible consequences of this casual sexual encounter. For 
example, many studies have documented the large proportion of the student population that is 
hooking up during their college careers (England 2008; Hamilton and Armstrong 2009; Paul, 
Brian, and Hayes 2000; Reiber and Garcia 2010).  
The numbers about how many students report hooking up and how many times they 
hook up represent the prevalence of the hook up culture and the likelihood that college 
students will participate in this casual sexual encounter. Not only do a large proportion of the 
college student body hook up, but those who do hook up come from a variety of backgrounds 
and vary in educational interests, age cohorts, ethnic and racial background, socio-economic 
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status, and religious affiliation (Bogle 2008; Burdette, Ellison, Hill, and Glenn 2009; Glenn 
and Marquardt 2001; Gute and Eshbaugh 2008; Hamilton and Armstrong 2009; Lambert, 
Kahn, and Apple 2003; Manning, Griodano, and Longmore 2006; Paul, Brian, and Hayes 
2000; Paul and Hayes 2002; Stepp 2007; Ven and Beck 2009). These authors have 
documented the popularity of this trend that is now commonplace on college campuses.  
Where hooking up takes place and how a hook up happens have also been well 
documented in the literature, especially that which focuses on scripts. The script college 
students tend to follow for hooking up is more fluid than the script for other forms of 
intimate relationship or encounters. The scene for hooking up on college campuses generally 
starts with two strangers or acquaintances meeting at a bar or party who have been 
consuming alcohol, then an interest in each other is indicated through some form of flirting, 
and finally the two engage in a sexual behaviors with no interest in a future relationship 
(Bogle 2008; Bradshaw, Kahn, and Saville 2010; Burdette, Ellison, Hill, and Glenn 2009; 
Paul and Hayes 2002). Typically, one person will terminate a hook up, but what happens 
from the beginning of the sexual activity and the length of the encounter can vary based on 
the preferences of those hooking up. The conclusion of a hook up also varies depending on 
who one asks, but according to research subjects the following can be considered the end of a 
hook up: when sexual climax is reached, someone passes out/falls asleep, or someone leaves 
(Bradshaw, Kahn, and Saville 2010; Paul and Hayes 2002). These behaviors reflect the 
description of a hook up given by the majority of participants in the literature on hooking up, 
but the details slightly vary depending who one asks.  
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Like all forms of intimate relationships and/or encounters, hooking up entails costs 
for some and benefits for others with this type of casual sexual encounter. For example, 
hooking up may be a more egalitarian form of an sexual encounter in which both men and 
women can instigate and conclude, but, like other forms of casual sexual, men often seem to 
be the beneficiaries. Research suggests men benefit more than women, since men are 
generally more at ease with casual sex than women (Cohen and Shotland 1996) and men are 
more comfortable about hookup behaviors, from petting to sexual intercourse, than women 
(Bradshaw, Kahn, and Saville 2010; Lambert, Kahn, and Apple 2003). Additionally, the 
orgasm gap between men and women in which men are more likely than women to reach a 
sexual climax during a casual sexual encounter increases the benefits to men (Armstrong 
2009; Hamilton and Armstrong 2009).  
Hooking up can also be costly to women regarding their reputation, while improving 
that of their male counterparts. The prevalence of the sexual double standard where women 
are degraded and men rewarded for frequent sexual activities is still present in the college 
setting (Bradshaw, Kahn, and Saville 2010; Crawford and Popp 2003). Thus, men have an 
increased benefit to the hookup culture; however, that does not mean that women find no 
satisfaction with hooking up. Despite these perceived costs to women, possible benefits also 
exist, such as potentially having enjoyable sex, feelings of being wanted and excitement 
(Paul and Hayes 2002). Overall, the research on the different experiences of women and men 
in regards to costs and benefits in the hook up culture is insufficient to make a solid 
conclusion.  
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In conjunction with perceived costs and benefits, additional consequences of casual 
sexual encounters exist such as hooking up. Although the topic of hooking up being 
physically and emotionally detrimental to young adults like college students is still being 
debated, we do know some of the issue surrounding this new sexual trend. Physically, 
hooking up represents two major issues for college students: a) the idea that a hook up often 
embodies what is called a “bad” sex experience; and b) that hooking up behaviors increase 
the chances of sexually transmitted infections (STIs) and unplanned pregnancies. First, the 
“bad” sex issue within the hook up culture is the correlation often described by participants 
between a bad hook up and sexual assault. Previous studies have found that there are major 
differences in the experiences of sexual assault for those who participant in the hook up 
culture and those who do not with an increased risk for sexual assault for those who engage 
in hook up behaviors (Flack et al. 2007). Additionally, research documents similarities 
between self-reported scripts of a “bad” hook up and those of a sexual assault including 
forced sex (Littleton, Tabernik, Canales, and Backstrom 2009; Paul and Hayes 2002).  
Second, not only are “bad” hook ups an issue for college students, but also hooking 
up can increase the risk of STIs and unplanned pregnancies in the hook up culture. One study 
found that college students tend to engage in risky sexual behaviors because their judgment is 
often impaired by false impression of self and peer likeliness of having or passing on 
sexually transmitted infections (Downing-Matibag and Geisinger 2009) and that this 
incorrect belief of self and peer efficacy in conjunction with a pluralistic ignorance 
(Eshbaugh and Gute 2008) increases the risk of passing on STIs and unplanned pregnancies. 
These fallacies mixed with the over consumption of alcohol on college campuses generates 
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an environment that enables the transmission of STIs and unplanned pregnancy due to poor 
planning (Flack et al. 2007; Glenn and Marquardt 2001; Klein, Geaghan, and MacDonald 
2007; Littleton and Axsom 2003; Ven and Beck 2009). Thus, the environment of college 
seems to create an area susceptible to passing on STIs and/or the increased chance of an 
unplanned pregnancy for those who hook up. 
The literature on the emotional effects of hooking up is the most controversial to date. 
Some studies have found evidence that suggest that these “no strings attached” sexual 
encounters wreak havoc on one’s emotions by leaving the participant emotionally connected 
to their partner (Hamilton and Armstrong 2009; Heldman and Wade 2010; Paul 2006). These 
studies imply that college students often feel that they want these unattached sexual 
encounters, but suffer an emotional toll in the aftermath (Paul 2006; Paul and Hayes 2002; 
Reiber and Garcia 2010). However, similar studies have found the opposite results in which 
there seem to be no significant increase in emotional distress due to hooking up (Eshbaugh 
and Gute 2008; Owen and Fincham 2010; Owen, Rhoades, Stanley, and Fincham 2008), but 
a slightly higher rate of emotional stress for women (Owen and Fincham 2010; Owen, 
Rhoades, Stanley, and Fincham 2008). Hence, continuing the debate on the emotional 
consequences of the hook up culture that may or may not exist.  
Despite the possible costs and consequences, one of the benefits of the term hooking 
up is its vagueness. As previously stated in the introduction, the ambiguity behind the term 
hooking up seems to be its appeal to college students. Bogle (2008) and Stepp (2007) 
suggested in their books that the term hooking up may be intentionally open-ended so that 
the listener is in charge of the interpretation and the speaker can choose to conceal their 
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sexual activities. This implies that the use of the term hooking up is often left unsaid and up 
to one’s imagination. For this reason, scholars have taken note of these comments from 
participants and propose that with the ambiguity herein lies that popularity for the term 
(Glenn and Marquardt 2001; Kalish 2011; Paul 2006). This is best describe by Glenn and 
Marquardt (2009) when asking participants of their study why college students just do not 
describe their casual sexual encounters:   
In fact, it may be that the very ambiguity of the term “hook up” is what makes it attractive for 
today’s college students …the ambiguity of the phrase “hook up” is attractive for a reason. … 
[If anyone uses the term “hooked up” to discuss their sexual encounters no one knows what 
really happened] Perhaps the couple had sex, perhaps they just kissed, [and] perhaps they had 
oral sex. No one will really know unless they ask for more clarification, and only the best of 
friends might do that (Glenn and Marquardt 2001; 5 and 22).  
Not only is the vagueness of the term an appeal because the definition is up for 
interpretation, but also it is mirrored in the uncertainty many college students have when 
trying to determine the acceptable sexual conduct expected of them, especially the 
expectations of their peers. Thus, the lack of a definition for the term hooking up serves 
many functions for today’s youth.  
2.1.2 Impression Management and Hooking Up 
One of the functions of the term hooking up is that it is a mechanism for impression 
management. Erving Goffman’s work on impression management in The Presentation of Self 
in Everyday Life in which he highlights the ways in which people strive to present an image 
of themselves in particular ways in the company of others contributes greatly to this idea 
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(Goffman 1959). The tool of impression management is useful in many areas of life and the 
discussion of casual sexual encounters is no different. After engaging in the research, it 
became clear that this tool would be useful to help understand the answer to the question of 
how and why college student use the term hooking up. Impression management is of 
relevance to the current study on hooking up because students use this technique to maintain, 
defend, and often enhance their social identities in the hook up culture. Thus, impression 
management provides a framework for the overarching theme of this research because 
impression management seems to take the form of students presenting themselves in a way 
that is pleasing to another person. 
In addition to behaviors as a form of impression management, language plays a large 
role in the hook up culture and other arenas of life. Within issue of language, Ferdinand de 
Saussure researched the role of language in regards to impression management, stating that 
objects in the social world are defined by not what they are, but what they are not (Saussure 
1916). Therefore, language can be used as a mechanism to differentiate object and/or people 
to create a positive image. This concept is important not only to impression management to 
build on the work of Goffman, but also to the social construction of language (below). 
According to the work of Saussure language is not only a mechanism to create and recreate 
society for people, but also as impression management in which we use the way others are to 
define how we are not. With this said, language is then manipulated by the user and for the 
listener to create a positive image and allow the term hooking up to do just that. This 
generalization of others contributes to how one can then define themselves in a positive light 
by differentiating themselves from others. 
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2.1.3 Sex and Gender Typing People 
Similar to impression management, typologies exist and are often played out to 
portray a positive and/or accepted image of oneself for another person(s). As partial 
fulfillment of the question “how and why do college students use the term hooking up?” I 
draw upon two typologies which are used to create an “others” category. First, sex-typing 
refers to the differential treatment of people according to their biological sex, but this concept 
often ignores an individual’s self-identity. Highly correlated with stereotypes, sex-typing is 
often attributed to prescribed ways for one to act and reinforcement of these behaviors (Bem 
1981). Sandra Bem’s (1981) work on the role one’s sex plays in their behaviors and the 
assumptions one has for other behaviors is influential in intimate relationships. Therefore, 
those who relate highly with their proscribed sex (i.e., men who behave masculinity and 
women who behave femininely) are often likely to attribute those characteristics to others in 
a prejudice manner.  
Consequently, if one has very rigid views about not only how they should behave, but 
also how others should behave, this person is said to be highly sex-typed and accepts the 
definitions of men and women reinforced by society. Additionally, Bem’s (1974) Sex-Role 
Inventory measures ones level of sex related behaviors for men and women along with those 
who are considered androgynous as having a more flexible view on the relationships between 
sex and gender. This inventory allows one to measure the behaviors that are deemed male 
and female with those who have a high correlation to their sex type being more likely to 
apply stereotypes to others.  
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As noted above, sex- and gender-typing are extremely interrelated and the social 
definitions of these types contribute to the stereotypes acted out and applied to others. Just as 
sex-typing is primarily based on one’s biological sex, gender-typing is also related to 
gendered stereotypes; however, gender-typing evaluates the self and others views on 
appropriate gender related behavior. Sandra Bem (1981) pointed out that the self-concept 
plays an imperative role in gender-typing in which gender gets assimilated into the gender 
schema. This gender schema then separates what is considered masculine and what is 
considered feminine. Masculine traits are often associated with assertive, independent, 
ambitious and competitive behaviors, while feminine traits are often described as being 
affection, understanding, sensitive, and dependent. Consequently, gender-typing tries to 
make distinction between people based on these proscribed attributes that are defined by 
society and make generalizations about people based on these characteristic and behaviors. 
Thus, allowing for the application of stereotypes to those one does not know well in addition 
to creating an “others” category of how the opposite sexed and/or gendered people should 
behave. Therefore, sex-typing plays a large role in attributing sexual stereotypes to others 
and gender-typing applies categorizes based on ones gender which aid in impression 
management by allow people to project stereotypes onto others. When applied to hooking up, 
the connection between sex and gender typing and impression management can help explain 
why students use this ambiguous term to explain their sexual behavior. 
2.1.4 Changing the Meaning of Sex 
Just as there is a socially acceptable set of behaviors based on one’s sex or gender, a 
set of norms for what is considered acceptable sexual activity exists in society. This set of 
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norms contributes to an understanding of how and why college students use the term hooking 
up by connecting the current views on sex to the use of the term. A historic review of the 
meaning of sex allows one to comprehend the changes that have occurred in the last fifty 
years. Although sex has no intrinsic meaning behind it, it is a social construct in which 
people at that period in time assign values and beliefs to what is considered acceptable. 
Sexual relationships and their meanings have changed drastically over the last fifty years in 
which it was previously considered that sex should be between a man and a woman for 
procreation and/or only within marriage (Bogle 2008). However, during and after the sexual 
revolution in the 1960’s views about sex changed and it became more acceptable to engage 
in sexual intercourse for pleasure. This alteration greatly affected the way today’s youth view 
sexual encounters and intimate relationships. No longer is sex outside of marriage and 
procreation considered wrong for the majority in the US and it is often accepted as 
commonplace. In the last twenty years, there has been a greater acceptance of sexual 
relations, and especially that of non-committed sex (Bogle 2008; Glenn and Marquardt 
2001). 
Not only has this acceptance evolved into the new trend of hooking up, but it also has 
created some ambiguity in what is considered sex in general. Many authors note that 
currently the definition of what is sex is even up for debate in the ever-changing meanings of 
what is acceptable sex or sex at all (Byers, Henderson, and Hobson 2008; Gute, Eshbaugh, 
and Wiersma 2008; Hans, Gillen, and Akande 2010). With the changing meaning of sex, I 
suggest that the term hooking up is used to deal with these shifts in a rapidly changing view 
of sex by providing a term that manages others’ impression of acceptable and unacceptable 
sexual activity. For example, Sandra Byers et al (2008) found that bidirectional stimulation 
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(i.e., penile-vaginal intercourse, penile-anal intercourse) were almost always considered sex, 
but there was less certainty in matters of unidirectional stimulation (i.e., oral sex, genital 
founding) when asking college students for their definitions. Additionally, research has noted 
that the definition of what sex is can even change when considering if someone is engaged in 
the activity themselves or if someone they know have partaken in the same sexual act (Gute, 
Eshbaugh, and Wiersma 2008). Of all the sexual acts under investigation in these studies, 
oral sex seems to be the most ambiguous to those studied with only approximately 20 percent 
of them considering it as constituting for sex (Hans, Gillen, and Akande 2010). Therefore, 
the meaning of sex has changed drastically over the last fifty years including the definition of 
what is considered sex at all that people need to manage not only their own perceptions of 
what is sex but maintain a positive image of themselves for others.  
2.1.5 Social Construction of the Language 
Along with the meaning of sex, society at large is a social construction in which 
people define the world they live in. Peter L. Berger and Thomas Luckmans’s book The 
Social Construction of Reality (1967), first brought attention to the idea that all aspects of 
society are part of social interaction and they cannot be separated from this fact, meaning that 
all life is defined by the people who live it and then their definitions are imposed on 
themselves. In regards to language, the concept of social constructionism and the Sapir-
Whorf hypothesis apply to the issue of impression management related to hooking up. This 
hypothesis states that language is influential in the thought process of people and that items 
in society do not exist without people first defining them and thus this impacts one’s 
behavior (Sapir 1958). For example, in some remote areas, only few names for colors exists 
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and therefore the people of these places only see what colors that have been given a name 
(Berlin 1969). This is very important to the understanding of how and why college students 
us the term hooking up because the term itself is a social construction. Therefore, the social 
construction of language shapes the views on casual sex at an individual and group level to 
manage impressions of the one engaging in these sexual activities. 
Since language plays a large role in society and shapes the lives of people, it is no 
surprise that different people have varying linguistic experiences. Robert N. St. Clair (1982)  
found in his study that the dramaturgical model explains how language is a social function in 
which people do not always follow the script, but are always part of the social scene they 
help create. This concept of social construction of language then highlights how, although 
shared or acceptable definition for something often exist, one may also use terms and other 
linguistic approaches in their lives as means of social construction. This is the case for the 
term hooking up when students use the term to (re)create meanings associated with casual 
sex while employing impression management.  
2.2 Criteria Review 
To conclude, these five areas of hooking up, impression management, typologies of 
sex and gender, the meaning of sex, and social construction all play an imperative role in this 
study on how and why college students use the term hooking up to describe their casual 
sexual relations. Through the research process, these concepts became the foundation for 
understanding how and why college students use the term hooking up. Now that I provided a 
holistic look at what is known about hooking up, applied the concepts of impression 
management to hooking up, given background information of sex- and gender-typing, 
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discussed the meanings of sex over the last half century and reviewed the importance of 
social constructionism, I have readied readers to interpret the analysis on hooking up. The 
following pages explicate the three major study finding and lead to the overarching theme of 
hooking up as impression management. 
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CHAPTER 3 METHODS AND PROCEDURES 
The goal of this study was to conduct explanatory research to examine the meanings 
associated with terminology used to describe the contemporary sexual practice of college 
students known as “hooking up.” Building on the work of Hamilton and Armstrong (2009), 
Paul (2008), England (2008) and (Epstein, Calzo, Smiler, and Ward 2009), while adding to 
few explanatory studies on the subject. I employed a qualitative approach of in-depth 
interviews that allows participants to provide their own descriptions and definitions of the 
hooking up experience. In-depth interviews are a useful tool to learn about the connotations 
within the hook up culture by obtaining narratives about a specific research question. Thus, 
open-ended interviews are an appropriate instrument to find out the meanings associated with 
the ambiguous term “hooking up.” Zelditch’s typology (1962) emphasizes the importance of 
meanings for data that cannot be statistically analyzed as a form of methodology in 
qualitative research. In-depth interviews are the best tool to find out the meanings and uses 
that the term hooking up has for college students.  
Additionally, I began this study with the use of grounded theory as my approach to 
the research question in an effort to construct an inductive research design that builds 
towards a substantive theory (Nueman 1991). In this study, research began with the absence 
of any formal hypotheses to allow patterns and ideas to emerge from the data itself. The 
flexibility that grounded theory permits is a useful tool for change in the direction or focus of 
a research project at any time. However, once the data was collected I found that established 
theories were appropriate to help understand the findings, thus I diverged from an orthodox 
form of grounded theory, but maintain certain aspects of it in the research and analysis. I also 
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took into account that the patterns and ideas that emerged were not independent from me, 
because of my interaction and guiding of questions with the participants.  
3.1 Introduction 
The following pages of this chapter of my methods will cover the procedures and 
practices I took to gather and analyze my data. I begin with reviewing information on the 
participants and sampling by giving the general demographics of the sample frame and 
participants chosen followed by how and why these students were selected from a large, 
public Midwestern university. Next, I cover the interview protocol that was conducted with 
the participants of my study, along with the maintenance of confidentiality. Subsequently, I 
review issues of the data from collecting to coding to analyzing the information gathered 
from my interviews. Then, I review the measures I took to ensure trustworthiness and 
validity in my study. Finally, I briefly cover the limitations of this study and acknowledge 
that it is not without its flaws.  
3.1.1 Participants and Sampling  
I selected participants for the study from the student body of a large, public 
Midwestern university (hereinafter called Midwestern University). This population was used 
for sampling both out of convenience and because high school and college students are the 
only documented group of people who participate in hooking up. To gain access to the 
college students who have participated in hooking up, I first collected contact information of 
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all students classified as juniors during the fall semester by requesting a list from the 
registrar.ii Once this information was gathered, I had 5331 students’ information and began 
by removing the students who posed a conflict of interest because they were in a class I 
instruct (35), had indicated they were married (3), or were not 18-25 years of age (276). Next 
I separated the 5018 remaining student names by gender which gave me 2,159 females and 
2,859 males. From this list, I used a stratified random sample of the list until I reached 10 
male and 10 female juniors. I began by sampling and contacting twenty students and then 
exponentially increased that number until I had 20 students enrolled in the study. These 
students sampled were contacted by email asking for their participation in the study and were 
requested to note in their email response if they had ever engaged in a hook up, and their 
willingness to discuss their hookup experiences with me in an interview 
From October 2010 through February of 2011, I sent 2939 emails to juniors in student 
body (2158 women and 781 men) asking students if they were willing to participate in my 
research. Out of the students sampled, I received 138 email responses (98 from women and 
40 from men): 74 reported no hook ups in their college careers (56 women and 18 men); 33 
declined participation (23 women and 10 men); 11 agreed to be interviewed, but either never 
made an appointment or did not show up to the interview (9 females and 2 males); and 20 
students were both eligible and successfully met with me for an interview (10 women and 10 
                                                 
 
ii
 Juniors were selected for this study because they have been enrolled in college for over two 
years and this will provide them with some experience in college culture. In addition, they are 
typically about 21 year-old have more access to alcohol which is often a component of the hook up 
experience. 
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men). Although many more females were contacted in order to meet the prerequisite of 10 
males and 10 females, respondents fit the typical characteristics of juniors at Midwestern 
University. The composition of the group selected was half males and females, mostly white 
(85%), 20-23 years old, and primarily heterosexual (90%).iii Although the students at the 
sampled university have various educational interests, the group was very homogeneous 
regarding their demographics.  
3.1.2 Interview Procedure  
Interviews were scheduled for a one hour appointment with each of the 20 
respondents who replied to the email and had engaged in at least one “hook up,” by their own 
definition, during their college careers. I conducted interviews with participants from 
November 2010 through February of 2011 in a conference room on campus at Midwestern 
University that I had reserved. Each interview varied in length with an average of 51 minutes 
per interview, but ranging from only 31 to over 143 minutes. I used a pre-constructed 
interview schedule with open-ended questions to elicit stories from the participants about 
their hook up experiences and to help me better understand why students use this term to 
describe casual sexual encounters. 
My in-depth interview design followed the guidelines of Miller and Crabtree’s 
philosophy of a partnership approach to interviewing (2004). I began with closed-ended 
identifying questions to build rapport with the participants and learn their background 
information, and then built up to the more sensitive, grand tour or main questions about 
                                                 
 
iii
 Please see Appendix A for all participants’ demographic information 
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meanings they associate with hooking up and their personal experiences. The grand tour 
questions included category questions (what does this mean, what happened, where did it 
happen, how did it happen, and with whom), contrast questions (how is hooking up different 
from other sexual relationships), prompts (tell me some more about that experience), and 
probes and follow up questions (to keep the participant on track and the conversation/topic 
going) (Miller and Crabtree; 2004). These types of questions were successful in obtaining 
data on the participants’ personal experiences and meanings associated with the hooking up 
culture. Please see the appendix to get a detailed list of questions asked of participants.  
To maintain confidentiality of the research participants, I assigned each participant a 
number at the beginning of the interview that only I had access to and was kept in a secure 
location when not in use. Additionally, the participants were asked to omit names or use the 
term “partner” when referring to people they had hooked up with in order to protect the 
identities of their sexual partners. These measures were used to prevent any names or 
identifying information in the results when the study is made public. The final report then 
omits the names of participants and uses non-identifiable information (i.e., 21-year-old 
female with 5 hook ups). Furthermore, I inserted terms such as partner or friend in the 
transcriptions when a participant mistakenly referred to a person who they engaged in a hook 
up by name.  
3.1.3 Collecting, Coding, and Analyzing the Data 
I began by measuring the quality and quantity of the interviews by evaluating both 
my notes and the recordings to assess the interviews content and implications prior to 
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beginning the transcription process. Following the evaluation process, I transcribed 10 of the 
interviews with Nvivo v.9 and had the other 10 transcribed by a professional transcription 
service. This produced a paper trail from the interviews that I used to further evaluate the 
content of each interview. Next, I coded the transcriptions by organizing concepts and 
themes about the term hooking up, such as who uses the term, how the term is used, and what 
are the benefits and consequences of using the term hooking up. The coding followed the 
traditional steps of open coding to condense the data into preliminary analytic categories; 
axial coding to organize the codes that have links or key analytic categories; and selective 
coding, where I identified and selected data that will support the conceptual coding 
categories that were developed. This process was conducted continuously throughout the 
research process as means of constant comparisons, analyzing the data, and theory building. 
Finally, I conducted a last evaluation to interpret the data and ready it to inform others of my 
findings. 
To further my understanding of the implications hooking up, in my final analysis I 
used a micro-analytic content analysis of the transcribed and coded interviews along with my 
analytic memos to identify the key factors associated with meanings attributed to the term 
hooking up, such as gendered concepts, ways the term influences the meaning or sex and 
how individuals and groups use the term. Following this, I examined the separate uses of the 
term hooking up and inferred why student use it in these ways. I also noted any data that 
could demonstrate that the term hooking up has no social meaning. Through this 
examination, the popular use of the term hooking up on college campuses provided evidence 
that hooking up has very strong meanings for college students, but various definitions of 
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physical acts that can be considered hooking up (i.e., making out to having vaginal, oral, 
and/or anal sex). These meanings attributed to hooking up were seen in various aspects of the 
interview process and analysis which lead to building a substantive theory on the uses of the 
term hooking up for college students. 
In summary, the analysis of the data involved thorough examination of all the 
collected, transcribed, and coded data. I then reviewed the data within a specific interest area 
and further analyzed it under the lens of impression management. This approach required me 
to become very familiar with all of the data and review specific aspects of the gathered 
information. Although the primary area of interest was the meanings associated with the use 
of the term hooking up, there were other themes present that are pertinent to future studies in 
this area, such as a comparative approach of hooking up to other casual sexual encounters 
(i.e., friends with benefits, one-night stands, etc.) and the use of the term hooking up as a 
verb or noun (i.e., the sexual act that is a hook up vs. a person who is one’s hook up).  Within 
the data, I found important implications in the data for an analysis of hooking up exist as 
means of language as a mechanism for impression management. 
3.1.4 Establishing Trustworthiness and Validity 
Keeping with the tradition of creating trustworthiness in qualitative research, one of 
my goals for this study was to establish credibility, dependability, and transferability 
(Bloomberg and Volpe 2008). To establish credibility, I acknowledge that this research is not 
independent of me and that my presence in the study is reflected in this report. To prevent 
bias in my research, I engaged in peer debriefing with my major professor and I reviewed my 
30 
 
 
field notes with her to help examine alternative ways of looking at the data. Additionally, I 
used the postulate of adequacy in which the college students whom I am studying checked 
my interpretation of the data. To achieve this, I provided all the participants of the study with 
a brief report of my findings and asked them for their reactions of the findings. These 
students were given this opportunity and the respondents to my request recognized my 
findings. This approach allowed me to establish strong internal validity for my findings that 
the term hooking up is used as a mechanism of impression management. 
Dependability was established in this study by the creation of a paper trail that 
describes data collection and analysis. This provides numerous sources for other researches 
to evaluate the notes from the study. Furthermore, inter-rater reliability was generated by 
having my major professor discuss the codes I had created from data in various selections of 
my interview transcription to ensure that we had consistent interpretations. This provided me 
with feedback on my codes and emerging themes in the research and it also showed similar 
patterns between my major professor’s and my interpretation of the data. Thus, I was able to 
develop a more reliant assessment of the data for this study.  
To establish transferability in the study, I used a grounded theory technique of letting 
the data serve as the tool instead of using rigid hypothesis or theory to guide me. This 
procedure was useful as means of reaching saturation in which new categories, themes or 
explanations stop emerging from the data. Having reached data saturations, I was able to 
provide an interpretation with an in-depth description of how and why college students use 
the term hooking up. Providing this thick description which does not just examine the 
behaviors, but also takes into consideration the context and meanings from participants in my 
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findings, allowing the reader to get a full understanding of the study and the aspects of 
grounded theory I used. These aspects of grounded theory also permits the data to speak for 
themself and thus gives me a clear understanding of meanings within the hooking up culture. 
Moreover, I used a random stratified sample that allows me to provide evidence that a 
comparable process will yield similar results regarding college students who hook up. This 
ensures that sampling provides transferability to other research sites. Therefore, 
trustworthiness was achieved through these various mechanisms used to create credibility, 
dependability, and transferability within qualitative research.  
To establish external validity, I relied on my stratified random sample that allowed 
each student in my sampling frame an equal chance to be sampled. This ensured that 
sampling provides external validity that is universally applied to the general population of 
interest. In addition, to mitigate non-response error I employed the leverage saliency theory 
in which I enticed the individuals in my sample to respond by use of sponsorship and topic. 
On one hand, sponsorship was motivating because the affiliation of the interview with the 
Midwestern University. On the other hand, the topic was interesting to many students, which 
helped persuade them to participate. Conversely, eligibility and willingness to participate 
creates a problem as 2801 of the sampled students did not response to my emails, 74 reported 
no hook ups in their college careers, 33 declined participation, and 11 agreed to be 
interviewed, but either never made an appointment or did not show up to the interview. 
However, external validity was established through a stratified random sample achieving 
internal validity was essential.  
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To establish internal validity, my analysis and data need to be an accurate 
representation of the social world. To achieve this, I used grounded theory techniques until 
reaching saturation, when participants provided no new information about how and why they 
use the term hooking up. The in-depth description of the meanings participants assign to the 
term hooking up is brought out by a thick description that moves beyond the words of 
participants and gives meaning to their responses. Additionally, to check if the results were a 
good representation of the social world, I used the member checks in which my participants 
reviewed my interpretation of the data. This was achieved by providing a brief report of 
approximately 10 pages to the students and asking for their reactions to my findings. This 
approach allowed me to establish strong internal validity for my findings about how and why 
students use the term hooking up. Thus, these steps where successful in reducing the chance 
of errors in validity and trustworthiness of the study.  
3.1.5 Methodological Limitations   
Although I put mechanism in place to ensure trustworthiness and validity, this study 
is not without limitations. One limitation of the study is the site of observation in which 
Midwestern University was used for both convenience and as a site where hooking up 
occurs. Future research could benefit from sampling other research sites or many college 
campuses. These could be various geographic locations with different sizes of student body, 
curriculum and other variations. A comparison of public and private, large and small, and 
geographical dispersed locations would benefit the current knowledge out there on hooking 
up. In addition, an assessment of colleges and non-academic realms would be beneficial to 
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better understand this phenomenon. Therefore, I can only project my finding of this 
particular study to the student body of Midwestern University.  
The second limitation of this study is the selection of participants. For this study, I 
only used juniors at Midwestern University, which does not account for the meanings and 
experiences that other groups such as high school students and classifications (i.e., freshman, 
sophomores, and seniors) may have with hooking up. As means of having participants with 
similar demographics, I chose juniors as my target group instead of surveying all the student 
body. Some benefits of using juniors were: this group of students was less likely to be one of 
my students in an introductory course; their greater ‘college experience’ than younger 
groups; their age being closer to that of the legal drinking age (21); and their lack of 
preoccupation with graduation and getting a job as with older students. Despite these 
advantages, several disadvantages exists as well, such as my participants had homogeneous 
characteristics that may not reflect the meanings associated with hooking up that I might 
have found with a more heterogeneous group of participants. 
Another limitation of this study resides in the conceptual definition of hooking up. 
Currently, meanings attributed to the use the term hooking up exist that might hinder further 
research on the topic. To help mitigate the consequences of the term being used, I allowed 
students to define hooking up for me so I could examine the various meanings associated 
with the term. Just using the term hooking up versus providing a definition, allowed those 
who that might have had another definition about what is a hook up, a chance to evaluate 
their sexual encounters and meet the eligibility to participate in the study. Thus, I was able to 
ask each participant their definition of hooking up to gauge the various in the use of the term. 
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The final limitation of this study is based on the sensitivity of the subject of hooking 
up. Since sensitive topics often impede participant’s responses, I used both my perceived age 
(which is that of only slightly older than the participants selected) and the process of building 
of rapport to alleviate any inhibitions. To achieve an appearance that was younger than my 
actual age, I wore minimal make-up and clothes that are more casual versus more 
professional apparel. This made me appear to be approximately the same age or slightly older 
than the participants (whose ages ranged from 20-24), which created a sense me as a peer 
versus a researcher. Additionally, I built rapport by using a relaxed atmosphere of a small 
conference room and the use of casual conversation throughout the interview. I believe this 
reduced anxiety and any inhibitions the participants had during the interview. All of the 
participants appeared to be at ease with the conversation within approximately 15 minutes of 
their interview with me. Thus, addressing these limitations increased both trustworthiness 
and validity while addressing methodological issues of the research design and personal 
challenges I faced.  
3.2 Criteria Review 
 In the following chapters, I present my findings and the implications of the findings 
based on interviews conducted with study participants and support this information with 
relevant literature. Having an understanding of my methods and methodology allows the 
reader to better comprehend my findings and how I derived them from my data. Once 
viewing the framework I have presented in my methods, the themes that helped shaped the 
thesis are more apparent. By using grounded theory techniques, I was able to come to the 
previously established theory of impression management to explain how and why the term 
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hooking up is used by college students. Specifically, that students use the term hooking up as 
a mechanism of impression management by means of creating a “typology,” changing the 
meaning of sex, and constructing meanings for the term hooking up.  
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CHAPTER 4 FINDINGS 
The findings of my study contribute to the body of research on hooking up by 
investigating the reason for the use of the term. More specifically these findings demonstrate 
how and why college students use the term hooking up to describe casual sexual encounters. 
By using in-depth interviews with twenty students at Midwest University, I employ grounded 
theory techniques to help comprehend the reasoning behind the use of the term hooking up.  
Using grounded theory techniques to analyze the data lead me to the the concept of 
impression management to help understand these findings and explain what the term hooking 
up “does” for college students. The findings below highlight the main reason participants in 
this study use the term hooking up as a mechanism of impression management, but also look 
at creating typologies, changing the meanings of sex, and constructing meanings of the term 
hooking up.  
4.1 Introduction 
I have three main findings related to the major theme of using the term hooking up as 
a form of impression management, each of which has two components. First, the term 
hooking up follows a typology that a) sex-types the use of the term hooking up for men and 
women; and b) gender-types the use of the term hooking up for masculine and feminine 
personalities. Second, the use of the term hooking up is an instrument to change the meaning 
of sex for those who use this vocabulary by a) allowing college students to state that the term 
hooking up is used to refer to casual sex which is unacceptable and diminishes the meanings 
of sex; and b) that the term is used as a mechanism to challenge the status quo regarding 
  
casual sex in which it was formerly considered unacc
on college campuses. Finally, the term hooking up serves as a way to create meanings about 
casual sex by a) allowing the individual to define the ter
shared meaning of the term hooking
through homosocial interactions
term hooking up is a socially constructed concept to describe casual sexual relationships in 
contemporary American college life. Figure 1 below illustrates how each concept group is 
related to the larger theme of impression management.
 
Figure 1: Conceptual Map
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4.1.1 Creating Sex and Gender Typologies  
Language, like all other aspects of society, is gendered and often upholds the 
stereotypical views of men and women (Wood 2011), but most important is how it shapes 
our views of others. Verbal communication is an imperative tool that helps construct reality 
while also maintaining impressions. Not only is language a way to define who we are, but it 
is also a mechanism to label others. Within heterosexual intimate relationships, language is 
gendered by the use of traditional views of the male as the active partner and the female as 
the passive partner, and this use of language allows gender roles to appear more salient. The 
cultural scripts for these sexual relationships often heighten the stereotypical aspects of 
gender: feminine women who should be passive to the masculine men who serve as the 
active members in a relationship (Laner and Ventrone 2000; Mongeau, Jacobsen, and 
Donnerstein 2007). However, recent changes in sexual norms mean that women now initiate 
sexual activity and challenge the previous gendered constructions of masculine men and 
feminine women in sexual relationships. At the same time, these changes do not necessarily 
counter the gender- and sex-typing of others.  
In this research, I found that one of the most prominent views shared by participants 
is that “others” use the term hooking up as a way to connect language to the fulfillment of 
stereotypical views of gender and sex. This was exemplified when asking participants why 
they use the term hooking up, what some of its appeals are, and who is more or less prone to 
use the term. It became clear that the use of the term was both sex-typed and gender-typed, 
and that these constructions reinforced one another. First, participants had a tendency to sex-
typing of the use of the term in stereotypical separation of men’s and women’s behaviors. 
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Although participants did not quite acknowledge it this way, distinguishing a difference 
between how men and women use the term hooking up allowed participants to essentialize 
the dissimilarities between women and men by applying rigid and stereotypical views about 
appropriate behavior of their peers (Bem 1974). Second, the personalities of those who did or 
did not use the term hooking up were attributed to feminine- and masculine-typed 
characteristics. For this paper, gender-typing differs from the sex-typing discussed above 
because it looks at the characteristic associated with gender (levels of masculinity and 
femininity) within one’s personality and behavior, whereas sex typing focuses on traits and 
characteristics associated with one’s biological sex (being male or female) (Bem 1974; Bem 
1981). Gender typing is also part of gender role ideology in which people have perceived 
notions of what is considered feminine or masculine (Kimmel 2007).  
Sex-typing was a prevalent theme in my interviews. Frequently, participants made 
generalizations based on others’ biological sex about how those friends and acquaintances 
used the term hooking up. Approximately 40% of participants specially distinguished 
between how men and women use the term hooking up differently from each other. The 
following participant provides an example of such sex-typing the term hooking up in regards 
to the differences between men and women. When asked who was more likely to use the 
term to either hide behind it or use it as a way to boast, the participant shared this with me:  
Participant 8:  So I know several people that try to hide what they do, like they’re 
embarrassed. Like, if they have sex with other people and things, and try to pretend they’re a 
lot more prudent than they actually are …  That’s usually tends to be girls, but not always. 
And then I know several guys that like to think that they’re attractive to the opposite sex and 
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can get laid and that sort of thing and not so much. So, they might have just made out with a 
girl for 10 seconds, but no one else saw it, so that - they wanted to sound bigger than they 
were so that they’re like, “Oh, yeah. We totally hooked up last night” when they didn’t. (22 
year-old heterosexual male with six hook ups: three one-on-one and three groups) 
This participant, who defined hooking up as sex (oral, anal, and vaginal) outside of a 
relationship, clearly believes that differences exist in how men and women tend to use the 
term hooking up. Although he noted that not all people fall in this category, the majority of 
people seem to use the term to either demonstrate men’s sexual conquests or to dilute the 
sexual double standard for women were sex outside of a committed relationship is considered 
“wrong” for women. The above sentiments highlight the use of sex-typing as a way to 
generalize others actions within the hook up culture.  
Sex-typing of the term hooking up was further elaborated by another participant when 
asked whether some people give more details about their hook up experiences then others. 
This participant discussed how she felt men are more prone to give more details regarding 
their sexual activity then women. The implications for this response reflects the current 
sexual double standard for women by emphasizing that men feel more comfortable to brag 
about their “sexual conquests” while women are more disposed to not disclose details about 
their sex lives: 
Participant 1:  I suppose if you go back to hooking up as an ego stoke then conquering 
something. I think some people would give more details on what they accomplished like their 
war story you know but I personally wouldn't want to disclose details. I feel like it is my 
business and I did that for myself and I am not bragging about it. I do think some people do 
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….I feel like men ... men are more about their sexual conquests then women are in my 
experiences. Women aren't there to be bragging about what they did sexually and I feel like 
guys sometimes, they think it is a game of how many girls they can sleep with. (22 year-old, 
bisexual female with five hook ups) 
This participant distinguished the use of the term hooking up by stating that men were 
more likely to discuss their sexual gains versus women who did not feel sex was a frivolous 
activity. This quote demonstrates that participants recognized the differences in how men and 
women use the term hooking up to their advantage. The first quote discussed the use of the 
term hooking up to either “hide” one’s sexual activity or to brag about something that was 
“less” sexual and the second quote reaffirms the sexual double standard for women in which 
they can use the term hooking up to save face by not divulging their sexual transgressions.  
Not only is the term hooking up sex-typed in relation to men and women, also 
evidence exists that it is gendered-typed with differences between those with more masculine 
and feminine personalities (whether or not they are men or women). Gender-typing is another 
technique used to generalize others use of the term hooking up by stating those whose with 
traits that are typically associated with masculinity and/or femininity use the term in different 
ways. The comments of the next participant acknowledged both ways of gender- and sex-
typing which was heard from about 30% of the participants. Sex- and gender- typing of the 
term was brought up by responding to a question about why one would not call it a one-night 
stand even when the participant thought the actions where the same: 
Participant 2:  Personally I wouldn't use the term hook up as much I kinda say something a 
little more crass like I banged a girl last night or went home with a girl last night or even I hit 
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that last night or something like that for me and my friends ... hook up might be used a little 
more by females, not to generalize, but they are more likely to use it and males who are in a 
more conservative mind set may be more likely to use hooking up because they don't want to 
be seen by their friends as promiscuous. I think it is kind of a way to dodge those negative 
connotations. I mean a lot of people do this but it is a neutralization technique … Kinda to 
nullify it to themself or others because it is a nicer way to say I had sex with a stranger  
Researcher:  So, then who do you think would be more likely to not use the term hooking 
and use other more descriptive terms? 
Participant 2:  I believe that ... the people who are party animals or are bar rats, sensation 
seeking people who are a little more crass in their language and their personalities are a little 
more visceral and little less refined they would be more likely to not use terms such as 
hooking up  ... it doesn't necessarily have to be someone who’s you know a life of the part or 
party animal but someone who has similar kind of blunt and to the point mannerism while 
explaining or discussing their personal business ... I mean someone who is more frank in how 
they portray them self ... they are more likely to be using a term other than hooking up (21 
year-old heterosexual male with about ten hook ups) 
 This participant clearly distinguished that the term hooking up is used differently by 
men or women and those with a more masculine or feminine personality traits. Traits such as 
being crass or frank is often considered as more masculine versus being coy or reserved 
which is often associated with femininity. This participant exemplified both the gender- and 
sex-typed aspects of the term hooking up, in which women where more prone to “nullify” 
their sexual activities with the term along with feminine personality traits. For this 
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participant, the sex- and gender-typing were useful to label others use of the term hooking up 
while allowing these constructions reinforced one another by means of stereotyping others.  
Although gender- and sex-typing could be used in conjunction with each other as 
means of reinforcing the construct, gender-typing was also used by itself to describe people 
who were more likely to or not to use the term hooking up. The use of just gender-typing was 
less frequent than sex-typing or both forms combined with approximately 15% of 
participants discussing this phenomena during the interview. The next participant 
acknowledged gender inadvertently with masculine- and feminine-typed personalities having 
something to do with the use of the term hooking up. This recognition of gender-typing was 
done by distinguishing between what “kind of person” is more or less likely to use the term 
hooking through these gendered traits. In response to a question about who is more likely to 
use the term hooking up versus who might say something else, these participants responded 
by saying: 
Participant 18:  I think people who are not outgoing might use it as a way to hide [what they 
have done sexually] because they don’t want to say what they did. But I think people who are 
kind of like, party goers and more aggressive; they will probably use it as a bragging rights 
(22 year-old heterosexual female with three hook ups) 
Participant 6: Ummm ... I think that there are different personalities who [use or don’t use 
the term hooking up] ... I think one of them is the person who never gets laid and likes to 
show off, so they say hooking up because they don't have sex a lot so around their friends 
they want to seem like they have sex more ... so they want to exaggerated their encounters … 
then, I think that there are some people who do have sex, but are still humble by it and are 
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more reserved ... they don't want to brag about it so they just say I hooked up (21 year old 
heterosexual male with four hook ups) 
The responses by all participants imply that the use of the term hooking up works to 
both “gender” and/or “sex” behaviors depending on one’s biology or personality. The term 
hooking up can be used by someone in terms of masculine or feminine and/or male and 
female; however, most of the participants acknowledged and that not all people fit with these 
categories and that there were anomalies in their peer groups. In fact, participants noted 
existence of outliers to these generalizations who do not fit into these preconceived 
categories of people. Yet, almost all of the participants of the study shared a story of a friend, 
acquaintance, or generalized other who used the term hooking up in ways that related to their 
gender or sex.  
The term hooking up thus served as a tool for these participants to stereotype others 
use of language based traits they possessed. Therefore, allowing the participants to make 
statements about others without knowing their true intentions for using or not using the term 
hooking up. Not only did this approach help participants talk through their own experiences 
and define the term in their own words, but it also provided them with a mechanism to 
discuss their own use of the term hooking up and how they used it in their lives. This was a 
useful step for participants who first were able to classify how others used the term, but then 
were able to associate their definition of the term by designating how they used it compared 
to how other. Thus, creating an “other” for comparison and evaluation of one’s own use of 
the term and allowing the participant to managing how others perceive them which plays a 
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vital role in the connection between the term hooking up and the meaning a participant has of 
sex.  
4.1.2 Changing the Meaning of Sex 
Intimate relationships between college students is an ever-changing social phenomena 
in which each generation renews what is seen as acceptable regarding sex, and the current 
college cohort is no exception. Prior to the sexual revolution of the 1960’s and 1970’s, 
premarital sex was highly discouraged and looked down upon by most in American culture, 
but the revolution brought about changes and sexual freedoms for most college aged 
individuals (Bogle 2008; Glenn and Marquardt 2001). This revolution began liberation of 
sexual experiences that had not been seen before and with it came changes to the meaning of 
sex. This change of courtship in 1950’s and early 1960’s moved to more frequently open 
relationships in the 1970’s and 1980’s has led to an even greater loosening of sexual morés 
since the 1990’s (Bogle 2008; Glenn and Marquardt 2001). This shift in sexual conduct has 
paved the way for the current trend of hooking up that is seen across the nation, but with 
these changes today’s youth employ techniques to deal with their new sexual freedoms while 
also managing how others view their casual sexual encounters.  
The term hooking up has been noted by researchers and participants as deliberately 
vague (Bogle 2008; Kalish 2011; Paul 2006), and this vagueness allows for students to deal 
with the changing meaning of sex and impact future meanings. These changes for the 
meaning of sex became apparent when asking participants why they use the term hooking up 
or what some appeals to using the term hooking up are. Students acknowledged that using 
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this term is an “easy” and “fun” way to talk about their sexual encounters without really 
saying what exactly one did. This finding reflected previous research on the topic in how 
students use an ambiguous term and definition deliberately to manage others’ perceptions of 
their sexual encounters (Bogle 2008; Kalish 2011; Paul 2006; Stepp 2007).  
These comments made by participants serve as evidence of students’ attempts to 
change the social meaning of sex. First, the term hooking up is used to alleviate tensions of 
cognitive dissonance when students’ sexual actions conflict with their beliefs about sexual 
relations when they have grown up with messages that sex should be confined to committed 
relationships (Festinger 1957; Grello, Welsh, and Harper 2006). Second, the term is applied 
to challenge the status quo about sex and the sexual double standards for women. This status 
quo is that it is commonly believed that sex is only acceptable in a committed relationship, 
while the sexual double standard encourages men to have casual sexual relationships and 
discourages women from them (Crawford and Popp 2003; Hamilton and Armstrong 2009; 
Risman 2004). Through different statements, the majority of participants stated that the term 
hooking up works to redefine casual sex as either an acceptable or an unacceptable practice 
whichever way worked to their advantage.  
When students feel that casual sexual relations are unacceptable, the term hooking up 
can be used to lessen the seriousness of their sexual encounters and allow students to treat 
sex as a frivolous activity. This cognitive dissonance between the students’ sexual practices 
and personal beliefs were evident in the interview process by approximately 15% of the 
participants. Specifically, the participants’ would say that what they were doing sexually was 
fine but then they would make comments about the inappropriateness of their own and others 
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sexual encounters. The response below highlights this conflicting view on how the term 
hooking up can “diminish the meaning of sex” by lessening the seriousness of sexual 
activity. When asked about any drawbacks to using the term hooking up, one participant 
stated this:  
Participant 4: Yeah, it’s sorta diminishing the meaning of sex and by that I mean that it 
down plays the seriousness of sexual acts ... not so much in the moral sense like when you 
have sex with someone you need to be married to them, but I think sex should be taken more 
seriously...... I don't know, it just seems like it is dangerous to have such an emotion 
disconnect from something like that ... (20 year-old heterosexual male with two hook ups) 
This participant, who agreed to be interviewed as means of reflecting on his past 
experiences, was able to acknowledge that the term hooking up was a tool for students and 
himself to remove the seriousness of sex. That the term hooking up serves a specific function 
that reduces the significance of the sexual encounters between students by rationalizing their 
actions to reduce any cognitive dissonance with their actions. This participant explained how 
at the time of his sexual encounter he felt “emotional disconnect” to his sexual partners but 
then used the term hooking up to justify his actions. Thus, the term hooking up served as a 
mechanism to relieve his cognitive dissonance created by the sexual acts he engaged in that 
did not agree with his personal beliefs on casual sex.  
Not only does the term hooking up alleviate some cognitive dissonance for those who 
do not agree with casual sex but it also works as a tool for avoiding one’s casual sexual 
encounters completely. This sentiment of hooking up as a way to diminish sex and relieve 
cognitive dissonance was echoed by another participant, but in a different way. The below 
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participant highlights how the term hooking up can be used to avoid or deny the casual 
sexual relationships or encounters one is engaging in. After this participant stated that 
hooking up is an umbrella term for different sexual relationship, she explained why she felt 
this way:  
Participant 12:  I think because [hooking up] is the easiest way to refer to anything, because 
then you don't actually have to admit what you're actually doing. You don't have to admit that 
it's a one night stand or it's a friends with benefits or a booty call. It's just, you're hooking up 
… It's kinda like in a fun way of addressing things that you're not addressing (21 year-old 
heterosexual female with three hook ups) 
The participant quoted above acknowledged that not only was the term hooking up a 
great way to avoid  the seriousness of casual sex and the meanings associated with it hide 
some of the meaning of sex, but it could be used as a way to address a relationship or sexual 
encounter that one is not sure about. The term hooking up for this participant provided her a 
term with dual meaning that can be used for negating one’s behavior is sexual, while creating 
an easy way to talk about one’s actions. Again, the use of the term hooking up was a way for 
individuals to reassure themselves that their actions are in line with their beliefs. For her, 
hooking up was a catch-all phrase to help elevate any confusion that could arise when she 
was not sure how else to describe an intimate encounter that doesn’t fit into more traditional 
type of relationships. In this context, the term hooking up served two main purposes for the 
participant: a) creates an easy way to talk about sex and b) helps manage or even negate 
sexual activity that one is not comfortable engaging in.  
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While the term hooking up works as a mechanism to alleviate cognitive dissonance, it 
also serves the purpose of “saving face” for those who want to minimize their sexual 
encounters. The ambiguity and minimal negative connotation associated with the term 
hooking up allows students to “keep some dignity” because others are not sure about what 
transgressions took place. For example, a student could have only made out, engaged in 
mutual masturbation or oral sex (which is often seen as a less serious sexual offense) versus 
having vaginal or anal intercourse. These sexual acts differ for college students by means of 
being less “serious” or not “going all the way.” These sentiments towards intercourse where 
emphasized when asking a participant to differentiate between the terms one-night stand and 
hooking up she had this to say: 
Participant 20: [The term hooking up is different because] it sounds a little nicer maybe. It 
kind like you can brag about it like “I hook up with so and so last night”. …  It just sounds 
different like I feel like there is a different meaning behind it. I don’t know what the 
difference is. …. [I think the appeal to saying hooking up is that] you can kind of keep some 
sort of dignity I guess when it comes to [saying] hooking up rather than a one-night stand.  
Researcher:  Like how do you keep dignity?  
Participant 20:  Like before I mentioned hooking up doesn’t have to be having intercourse it 
can be anything before that. That’s not as… it’s kind of intense. So, for instance you give 
someone a hand job. You can kind of feel fine about that because you didn’t give yourself to 
them. Like you could still, technically be a virgin and hook up with someone. Whereas a one-
night stand you’re not really going to be a virgin after that. [Laughter] (21 year-old 
heterosexual female with four hook ups) 
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This participant noted that the term one-night stand had a negative connotation versus 
saying hooking up, and using the alterative term hooking up provides a level of dignity for 
her. These remarks from participants seem to imply that the term hooking up allows one to 
talk about sexual activity and disavow their sexual encounter at the same time. That the term 
itself can be used to justify casual sexual encounters in an attempt to challenge the status quo 
about non-committed sex and even sexual double standards. However, it is important to note 
that most participants said they would tell their friends the details of their sexual encounters 
but a couple of the participants stated they would only describe it as hooking up to allow 
“privacy” when they felt it was no one else’s business. Thus, implying that the term hooking 
up serves the purpose to both hide sexual acts that one thinks are unacceptable, but at the 
same time redefine sex for the 21st century when society isn’t ready for open casual sexual 
relations.  
 The selected quotes from participants demonstrate how the term hooking up is used 
by college students to help change the meaning of sex, in particularly meanings associated 
with the acceptability of casual sexual encounters. Their statements provide evidence of 
today’s youth trying to cope with an ever-changing definition of acceptable and unacceptable 
sexual practices in which new terminology is created to help manage these encounters. Not 
only does the terminology of hooking up that has a deliberately vague definition allow these 
participants to deal with sexual experiences that may not fit into tradition definitions of 
sexual intimacy, but it allows the participants freedom to discuss their sexuality with others 
while maintaining a positive image when others may not agree with their choices. By this, 
the term hooking up serves a function that helps reconstruct what is considered “normal” 
sexual relations for the individual and within peer groups.  
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4.1.3 Constructing Meanings for Individuals and Groups 
Language is an essential part of the social construction of reality in which the 
symbols we call words are used to understand our social world while communicating 
meanings to others (Berger 1967). This process involves the use of language is an essential 
part of society as a tool to (re)create the world through social interaction. Just as it has been 
argued that something does not exist in the social world until we name it, words give 
meanings to the actions and items in life. This concept is best described by the Sapir-Whorf 
hypothesis or linguistic relativity that claims that people do not live in an objective world but 
one where language is the medium of expression in society (Sapir 1958). Thus, language 
allows the creation of a reality that is unique in our own language and permits the recreation 
of meanings associated with a certain term, while providing an avenue to manage ones 
perceptions taken from their actions.  
Using a social construction framework within the use of language then helps to 
interpret how participants use the term hooking up in the context of their social relationships. 
This is done as means to make sense of the rapidly changing and often conflicting social 
expectations about sexual behavior. Related to the ambiguous definition of the term hooking 
up, the term hooking up is used as either an individual wants it to be or by a group of friends. 
The phenomenon related to the term and definition of hooking up was expressed by 
participants in two distinct but related ways. First, some participants directly acknowledged 
that people will “use it as they wish,” as means of constructing reality out of observing the 
social world (Vygotsky 1978). Second, almost all participants mentioned the role of their 
peer group and their homosocial interactions as a salient factor in how they define hooking 
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up and the sexual behaviors that are considered a hook up (Kosofsky Sedgwick 1985; 
Lipman-Bluman 1976) as noted in another study on hooking up (Kalish 2011).  
The term hooking up is a social construction that is often manipulated by the person 
discussing their sexual encounters to others because no concrete definition exists. The lack of 
definition to the term hooking up allows others to twist the word to whatever fits their views 
on casual sexual encounters. For example, the below participant acknowledged that the term 
hooking up was used by individuals differently and in accordance to their views on sexuality. 
Approximately 35% of participants stated that each person can define the term hooking up as 
they wish and often do depending on their beliefs about sexual activity. The below 
sentiments by a participant demonstrate how the term hooking up takes on the meaning 
through individual construction. When I this participant to clarify how the term hooking up 
include assumptions about what people attach to it, she said this: 
Participant 12:  Well, I just think that there is no definition of what hooking up is. And so, 
because there is no definition, everyone just assumes what they assume because everybody 
has a different mentality about it. Everybody has a different level that they'll go to. I mean, 
I'm not the kind of person that's going to have sex with someone the first time I'm like 
hanging out them or ... hooking up with them. I mean, like that's just not how I would be. But 
like, for a lot of people that, like hooking up is just sex, like anytime that they go to have a 
sexual encounter with somebody, they just go ahead and like it goes straight to sex. (21 year-
old heterosexual female with three hook ups) 
This attitude about how everyone has a different “mentality” about the term hooking 
up demonstrates how it is manipulated for personal use as means of constructing a definition. 
The vagueness of the term is then deliberate to allow students a chance to define it for 
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themselves as means of producing a favorable image. However, as noted by the participant 
above others have their own definition of the term hooking up that can complicate the 
meaning associate with the term. This is best illustrated by discussions on how one’s 
reference group can add another dimension to the definition of the term hooking up. Just as 
an individual can define and use the term hooking up to their advantage, peer groups also 
have an influence into the use of the term. The role of one’s reference group regarding the 
use of the term hooking up became evident when discussing their casual sexual encounters 
with participants. Approximately 70% of the time, participants discussed the role of their 
peer groups in how and why they would use the term hooking up. Participants often 
acknowledged how their peer groups were there to referee their and other peers’ sexual 
encounters. This was best demonstrated by a participant when asked if there is an appeal to 
using the term hooking up:  
Participant 8:  It’s kind of such a vague term that you can make it what you want … it is 
different for every group, but in my groups of friends we just say we got laid versus that we 
hooked up (22 year-old heterosexual male with six hook ups; three one-on-one and three 
group)  
Not only does this participant acknowledge the previously mention discretion an 
individual has in how the term is used by stating “you can make it what you want” but he 
also demonstrates the role of peers groups by saying “in my groups of friends we just say we 
got laid.” The response from this participant is important as he is aware of the individual use 
and the role of a reference group to help understand the term hooking up. Although he states 
you can use it as you want, he also refers to how his friends use the term as a reference to 
how significant his peer group is to his definition. The role of one’s peer group was again 
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highlighted by another student who discussed the many meaning the term hooking us has 
with me:  
Participant 11:  It's just kind of discretion, like I feel like me and my friends hooking up 
means vaginal intercourse, that's hooking up. But other people might be like, "I hooked up 
with this girl at the bar."  They're like "Really?  Your crazy." He is like "We just made out." 
So you made out with her, huh? (21 year-old heterosexual male with one and a half hook ups)  
These examples of peer influence provide evidence that one’s peer group is 
significant to how hooking up is not only defined but also what degree of sexual activity 
could be considered a hook up. The term itself serves as a tool for refereeing one’s friends 
and creating a shared meaning. The last quote is an example of how peers use external social 
controls when it comes to what actions they consider to be hooking up via homosocial 
interaction. Still, the ambiguity of the term was also noted by the first participant in how 
people manipulate the term hooking up to their own benefit to construct meaning. By 
“making it want you want,” people play a role in constructing what this term means for them 
individually, but their peer groups often have the final say.  
These examples show how hooking up is a word that formerly had meanings 
associated with it for a non-sexual coming together but now is part of the college sub-culture 
to refer to a casual sexual encounter. Not only is the term policed by one’s peer group, but 
also individuals tend to use the term to fit their beliefs and actions. These participants as 
groups or individuals use the term to “make it what they want it to be,” but then judge others 
who have alternative views or behaviors associated with this term. This suggests that one’s 
reference group and the individuals own meanings for the term are significant in the “hook 
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up culture” in pursuance of constructing meanings and creating different perceptions of 
social reality.  
The previous statements by participants demonstrate how the term hooking up is both 
constructed at the individual and group but also provide an example of how language plays 
an integral role in (re)creation of society. Only approximately a decade ago, the term hook up 
was generally used in reference to a get together or meeting of sorts without sexual 
connotation. Today, the term hooking up usually refers to the casual sexual encounters 
described above by participants that range from making out to having anal, oral or vaginal 
sex with someone who you do not intend to pursue a committed relationship. This change in 
the term is significant at an individual level and a peer group level for participants, along 
with a societal level in which the term hooking up is a tool to redefine sexual acts. For these 
participants, the individual and groups create meaning in language to help understand their 
casual sexual encounters. They use the term hooking up as a way to express their sexual 
conquest, in addition to having a way to provide themselves and peers with a term to describe 
what they want others to feel is an acceptable sexual practice. Not only does the term 
hooking up in its deliberately vague form provide for this type of impression management, 
but others now can use it as a way to referee their peer’s sexual activity.  
 
4.2 Criteria Review 
The use of the term hooking up is a complex issue in which participants use a variety 
of mechanisms to manage their casual sexual encounters. As implied by these findings, the 
use of the term hooking up is not solely an individual process, but is highly influenced by the 
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social world. This influence is best demonstrated by the typing of the term to create labels for 
others, the use of the term to challenge the meaning of sex, and the construction of a social 
meaning for casual sex. Through the social impact of how and why students use the term 
hooking up, one can see that it can be used as a form of impression management. Following 
Goffman’s work on impression management (1959), one can understand how hooking up is 
used to put one in a positive light and often by differentiating themselves from others. In the 
following chapter, I will further examine the term hooking up as a tool for impression 
management by exploring how my findings are related to this overarching theme.  
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CHAPTER 5 SUMMARY AND DISCUSSION 
 In the opening chapter of this thesis, I documented the weaknesses in the current 
literature on hooking up, including the lack of research investigating how and why students 
use this term. I argued that there is much known about the current hook up culture, such as 
who hooks ups, where hook ups take place, and possible consequences of hooking up, but 
little is known about how and why students use the term hooking up for their casual sexual 
encounters. In this final chapter of my thesis, I examine the implications hooking us has as a 
form of impression management along with providing suggestions for future research.  
5.1 Introduction 
 Using the term hooking up to create a typology, change the meaning of sex, and 
construct meanings of the term is a mechanism for impression management through 
language. Although impression management is most frequently attributed to Erving 
Goffman’s work on using defensive and protective practices in interaction for impression 
management (1959) which is also important in this study, it can additionally be viewed as 
impression management through verbal communication. This is done by means of the use of 
words in relation to other words and objects to (re)create impressions for others (Saussure 
1916). The term hooking up itself serves as a tool to produce a positive image either for the 
person using the term or their peer groups.  
 Thus, impression management is conducted by students regarding their casual sexual 
encounters by creating a typology, changing the meaning of sex, and constructing meanings 
of the term hooking up. Although this term may have an accepted definition in the literature, 
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current research does not specifically examine the meaning behind the ambiguity of the term 
hooking up and what this term does for those who use it. This study suggests that the 
intentional vagueness of the term hooking up helps define one in a positive image and that 
college students use the term for their own benefit in a number of ways.  
5.1.1 The Term “Hooking Up” as Impression Management  
One of the functions of the term hooking up is that it is a mechanism for impression 
management. Impression management of the term hooking up can be found in the major 
themes of this study. By creating a typology of others, the participants of this study were able 
to describe how other use the term hooking up in comparison to themselves which allowed 
for a differentiating them from others in positive light. Additionally, the use of impression 
management to change the meaning of sex was used as a tool to create and recreate 
acceptable and unacceptable sexual behaviors while labeling others who did not follow this 
practice in a poor manner. Furthermore, the participants of this study not only found that they 
would create an otherness with the use of the term hooking up, but that they were also able to 
define it for themselves and their peer groups which allowed for the social construction of 
the term hooking up. These practices by participants made the term hooking up an instrument 
of impression management by reinforcing the major themes of this study along with using 
discretion and in group with the definition of the term hooking up.  
5.1.2 Suggestions for Future Research 
Further research should further investigate the social phenomena of hooking up as a 
mechanism for impression management by expanding the student body studied 
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geographically, demographically, and ethnic and racial as my study is limited by these 
factors. Additionally, the use of impression management for maintenance within all intimate 
relationships should be explored to better understand the role relationships play in everyday 
life. This would allow researchers to compare and contrast the benefits that some 
relationships or sexual encounters have within impression management and some of 
consequences this will have today and in the future. With this said, sexual encounters are 
ever-changing and documentation of these modifications are important in the field of 
Sociology.  
5.2 Criteria Review 
The findings of this study will help provide information on how and why college 
students use the term hooking up and the role of impression management in intimate 
relationships and/or sexual encounters. It is important to the field of Sociology to explore in 
greater depth the relationships of today’s youth to understand the creation and maintenance 
of language for these types of relationships. Language is an influential part of society and the 
social construction of reality. As demonstrated in this thesis, the term hooking up is not its 
own entity without social meaning and context. Some of the uses of the term hooking up 
have been described and evidence provided for the sex- and gender-typing, changing the 
meaning of sex, and constructing meanings in society. These findings have important 
implications for not only for future research on hooking up and other intimate encounters 
and/or relationships, but also for creating policies and procedures to help college students 
understand how and why their choice of language impacts the type of sexual encounters 
and/or relationships they engage in. Most importantly, is that language is not independent of 
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a social context and that it is interrelated to various aspects of our lives, such as changing 
norms in sexual behaviors.  
Further investigation is need to understand the various changes in the hook up culture 
and relationships on college campuses as they will affect many areas of the institution of the 
family in years to come. Not only does this research have implications for intimate 
relationship and/or sexual encounters and the future of the family, but it also contributes to a 
better understanding of impression management through the use of language. Although 
sociologists are often aware of the influences that behaviors have within impression 
management thanks to the work of Goffman, it is also vital to understand that language 
contributes to how people employ impression management.  
This thesis has attempted to develop a better understand of how and why college 
students use the term hooking up through an impression management framework. The 
findings of this study will help in the comprehension of current sexual encounters of both the 
committed and casual kind by pointing out issues of sex- and gender-typing, changes in the 
meaning of sex, and constructing a social meaning for the term hooking up. I hope in the 
future to further my studies on intimate relationships to explore more of the changes in these 
dealings.  
 
  
APPENDIX A: PARTICPA
 
* Hook ups were counted by number of
+ This participant considered hooking up as getting to know someone in a non
Table 1: Participant Chart 
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 partners versus sexual encounters 
-sexual manner 
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APPENDIX B: INSTIUTIONAL REVIEW BOARD MATERIALS 
The following pages are an inclusive set of materials that were submitted to Iowa 
State University’s Institutional Review Board (IRB) regarding this study. These materials 
reflect the changes over the life of the study from initial idea to approval for the final project. 
Additional, these materials cover everything from the intent of the project, the precautions 
taken by me to safeguard participants, and extensive set of methodological measures, and 
interview protocol. These supplemental materials give a holistic look at the research project’s 
interworkings. Below is a copy of my final application to the IRB and a letter stating their 
approval of my project titled “Hooking Up on Campus” IRB number 10-380.  
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IRB: New Application 
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